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We're back with Issue #2 of WereBooks Presents! 

T here's new Fantasy by C. H. Baum, who has a modern and edgy take on a classic genre. 

Traditional authors like Philip K. Dick, H. P. Fovecraft, Robert E. Howard, and Jack 
London appear as well. We're excited to include a story set in the rowdy but comedic Old West 
of Breckinridge Elkins. Robert E. Howard did a great job of turning the Western genre on its 
ear with a much-needed injection of fun. 

Time to open a favorite beverage and relax with some Creative Commons gems. See you in 
October with our big Halloween issue! 




A little whimsy, now and then, makes for good balance. 
Theoretically, you could find this type of humor anywhere. But only a 
top-flight sci-fi writer could have written this story in just this way — 

The Eyes Have It 


Philip K. Dick 



I t was quite by accident I discovered this incredible invasion of Earth by lifeforms from 
another planet. As yet, I haven't done anything about it; I can't think of anything to do. I 
wrote to the Government, and they sent back a pamphlet on the repair and maintenance of 
frame houses. Anyhow, the whole thing is known; I'm not the first to discover it. Maybe it's 
even under control. 

I was sitting in my easy-chair, idly turning the pages of a paperbacked book someone had 
left on the bus, when I came across the reference that first put me on the trail. For a moment I 
didn't respond. It took some time for the full import to sink in. After I'd comprehended, it 
seemed odd I hadn't noticed it right away. 

The reference was clearly to a nonhuman species of incredible properties, not indigenous to 
Earth. A species, I hasten to point out, customarily masquerading as ordinary human beings. 
Their disguise, however, became transparent in the face of the following observations by the 
author. It was at once obvious the author knew everything. Knew everything— and was taking 
it in his stride. The line (and I tremble remembering it even now) read: 

. . . his eyes slowly roved about the room. 
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Vague chills assailed me. I tried to picture the eyes. Did they roll like dimes? The passage 
indicated not; they seemed to move through the air, not over the surface. Rather rapidly, 
apparently. No one in the story was surprised. That's what tipped me off. No sign of 
amazement at such an outrageous thing. Later the matter was amplified. 

. . . his eyes moved from person to person. 

There it was in a nutshell. The eyes had clearly come apart from the rest of him and were 
on their own. My heart pounded and my breath choked in my windpipe. I had stumbled on an 
accidental mention of a totally unfamiliar race. Obviously non-Terrestrial. Yet, to the characters 
in the book, it was perfectly natural— which suggested they belonged to the same species. 

And the author? A slow suspicion burned in my mind. The author was taking it rather too 
easily in his stride. Evidently, he felt this was quite a usual thing. He made absolutely no 
attempt to conceal this knowledge. The story continued: 

. . . presently his eyes fastened on Julia. 

Julia, being a lady, had at least the breeding to feel indignant. She is described as blushing 
and knitting her brows angrily. At this, I sighed with relief. They weren't all non-Terrestrials. 
The narrative continues: 

. . . slowly, calmly, his eyes examined every inch of her. 

Great Scott! But here the girl turned and stomped off and the matter ended. I lay back in 
my chair gasping with horror. My wife and family regarded me in wonder. 

"What's wrong, dear?" my wife asked. 

I couldn't tell her. Knowledge like this was too much for the ordinary run-of-the-mill 
person. I had to keep it to myself. "Nothing," I gasped. I leaped up, snatched the book, and 
hurried out of the room. 

In the garage, I continued reading. There was more. Trembling, I read the next revealing 
passage: 

... he put his arm around Julia. Presently she asked him if he would remove his arm. He 
immediately did so, with a smile. 
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It's not said what was done with the arm after the fellow had removed it. Maybe it was left 
standing upright in the corner. Maybe it was thrown away. I don't care. In any case, the full 
meaning was there, staring me right in the face. 

Here was a race of creatures capable of removing portions of their anatomy at will. Eyes, 
arms— and maybe more. Without batting an eyelash. My knowledge of biology came in handy, 
at this point. Obviously they were simple beings, uni-cellular, some sort of primitive single- 
celled things. Beings no more developed than starfish. Starfish can do the same thing, you 
know. 

I read on. And came to this incredible revelation, tossed off coolly by the author without the 
faintest tremor: 

. . . outside the movie theater we split up. Part of us went inside, part over to the cafe for 
dinner. 

Binary fission, obviously. Splitting in half and forming two entities. Probably each lower 
half went to the cafe, it being farther, and the upper halves to the movies. I read on, hands 
shaking. I had really stumbled onto something here. My mind reeled as I made out this 
passage: 

. . . I'm afraid there's no doubt about it. Poor Bibney has lost his head again. 

Which was followed by: 

. . . and Bob says he has utterly no guts. 

Yet Bibney got around as well as the next person. The next person, however, was just as 
strange. He was soon described as: 

. . . totally lacking in brains. 

There was no doubt of the thing in the next passage. Julia, whom I had thought to be the 
one normal person, reveals herself as also being an alien life form, similar to the rest: 

. . . quite deliberately, Julia had given her heart to the young man. 
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It didn't relate what the final disposition of the organ was, but I didn't really care. It was 
evident Julia had gone right on living in her usual manner, like all the others in the book. 
Without heart, arms, eyes, brains, viscera, dividing up in two when the occasion demanded. 
Without a qualm. 

. . . thereupon she gave him her hand. 

I sickened. The rascal now had her hand, as well as her heart. I shudder to think what he's 
done with them, by this time. 

... he took her arm. 

Not content to wait, he had to start dismantling her on his own. Flushing crimson, I 
slammed the book shut and leaped to my feet. But not in time to escape one last reference to 
those carefree bits of anatomy whose travels had originally thrown me on the track: 

. . . her eyes followed him all the way down the road and across the meadow. 

I rushed from the garage and back inside the warm house, as if the accursed things were 
following me. My wife and children were playing Monopoly in the kitchen. I joined them and 
played with frantic fervor, brow feverish, teeth chattering. 

I had had enough of the thing. I want to hear no more about it. Let them come on. Let them 
invade Earth. I don't want to get mixed up in it. 

I have absolutely no stomach for it. 



The Eyes Have It 

WereBooks.org Edition is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

Based on a Public Domain work by Philip K. Dick. 
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H. P. Lovecraft evokes the dreamer in us all with the tale of escape 
from a horror more banal than evil in — 


Azatkotk 


H. P. Lovecraft 



W hen age fell upon the world, and wonder went out of the minds of men; 

when grey cities reared to smoky skies tall towers grim and ugly, in 
whose shadow none might dream of the sun or of Spring's flowering meads; 
when learning stripped the Earth of her mantle of beauty and poets sang no 
more save of twisted phantoms seen with bleared and inward looking eyes; when 
these things had come to pass, and childish hopes had gone forever, there was a 
man who traveled out of life on a quest into spaces whither the world's dreams 
had fled. 

Of the name and abode of this man little is written, for they were of the 
waking world only; yet it is said that both were obscure. It is enough to say that 
he dwelt in a city of high walls where sterile twilight reigned, that he toiled all 
day among shadow and turmoil, coming home at evening to a room whose one 
window opened not to open fields and groves but on to a dim court where other 
windows stared in dull despair. From that casement one might see only walls and 
windows, except sometimes when one leaned so far out and peered at the small 
stars that passed. And because mere walls and windows must soon drive a man 
to madness who dreams and reads much, the dweller in that room used night 
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after night to lean out and peer aloft to glimpse some fragment of things beyond 
the waking world and the tall cities. After years he began to call the slow sailing 
stars by name, and to follow them in fancy when they glided regretfully out of 
sight; till at length his vision opened to many secret vistas whose existance no 
common eye suspected. And one night a mighty gulf was bridged, and the dream 
haunted skies swelled down to the lonely watcher's window to merge with the 
close air of his room and to make him a part of their fabulous wonder. 

There came to that room wild streams of violet midnight glittering with dust 
of gold, vortices of dust and fire, swirling out of the ultimate spaces and heavy 
perfumes from beyond the worlds. Opiate oceans poured there, litten by suns 
that the eye may never behold and having in their whirlpools strange dolphins 
and sea-nymphs of unrememberable depths. Noiseless infinity eddied around the 
dreamer and wafted him away without touching the body that leaned stiffly from 
the lonely window; and for days not counted in men's calendars the tides of far 
spheres that bore him gently to join the course of other cycles that tenderly left 
him sleeping on a green sunrise shore, a green shore fragrant with lotus blossoms 
and starred by red camalates . . . 



Azathoth 

WereBooks.org Edition is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

Based on a Public Domain work by H. P. Lovecraft. 
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Time to meet July's Featured Author 


C. H, Baum 


Q&A uiith C. H, Baum 


What do you like to read? 

Anything with a cover. I have fond memories of being a young kid and reading The Lord of 
the Rings trilogy under my covers with a flashlight, reading Louis L’Amour on camping trips 
by the fire, and having to hide my tears behind a library stack in elementary school when I read 
Where the Red Fern Grows. I will never lose the excitement of discovering a new author that 
resonates with me. 

What do you write? 

I find myself drawn to Fantasy, and this is the most comfortable genre for me, but have also 
dabbled in horror. I love to write grit, gore and vivid violence, so I have added those in spades 
to any story I tell. Even though I am not a pious man, religion also fascinates me; whether that 
religion is evil or saintly, it finds its way into my writing. So, Religihorrantasy? 


Bio 

C. H. Baum lives in Las Vegas, Nevada with two children and a freakishly gorgeous wife. 
He is a mortgage underwriter during the day, but spends his nights and weekends writing, 
reading, or riding his bicycle. If you see him tooling around Las Vegas, please don’t run him 
over. You can follow him on Twitter as @GodsOfColor. 
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Even the most clever thief can use a little extra help — 

Tf>e 

C. H. Baum 



This story is for more mature readers. 



M umbling to himself as he staggered up the loamy path, Dirt was incredulous, "How did 
she get in there?" 

He knew it was a "her" because he had brushed up against her as they fought. Never had 
he thought of sex while struggling for his life, but her skin-tight black leather, pulled tightly 
over lean muscle, scintillating hips, and athletic breasts, sucked at his thoughts even now. He 
paid rapt attention to her beauty right up until she ran her sword over his ribs and kicked him 
out of the second story window of the merchant's office, leaving her alone with all of those 
government contracts. 

His fingers fumbled to fold back the flap of pallid skin; bleeding badly, and melding with 
his brown leather jerkin. It probably won't kill me, but I certainly need to mend, he thought. 

Four months of planning, just to end up using his emergency escape route and holing up in 
his safe for the next few weeks. It wasn't fair. He started swearing under his breath, "By 
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Loki's lights, I knew every inch of that floor plan, I knew everyone's schedules, I knew every 
last mouse and mite coming and going from that office. How in the HELL did she get in 
there?" 

Dirt had a knack for stealing stuff. It had started at an early age, in the orphanage, 
supported more by need than by desire. Now it was all desire. He was the best and there was 
nothing he couldn't pilfer. Well, there was nothing he couldn't pilfer until tonight, right up until 
his unceremonious crash onto a pile of discarded roofing tiles that probably woke up half the 
city. 

He thought to himself, how the HELL did she get in there, and who the HELL was she? No 
one has a right to be that fast, that strong, and certainly not that alluring all at once. 

Dirt wriggled through the small opening in his safe and slid the false stone door home, 
shutting out the world. Once secure inside, he set about making a poultice for the jagged 
wound on his ribs. He spit and groaned as he extricated the leather jerkin from his blood and 
sweat and said to no one in particular, "At least she had the decency to cut me with a sharp 
blade." He spent several minutes flattening the colorless flap of bloodless skin back over the 
raw muscle, using the poultice to seal the edges, and then setting his needle to flame to stitch it 
down. 

A roiling fever came on slow but picked up pace and hit hard. Dirt spent four agonizing 
days of acrid delirium sweating it back out through his pores. One realization solidified 
through the fog of the fever, no one was that good; she had to have an Augment. 


II 


Dirt needed otherworldly help. He wasn't going to find an augmented thief by walking up 
on her in the local tavern. So the witch was his only option. He used her as infrequently as 
possible, because she had a way of making you open your soul to her visions. No self- 
aggrandizement, no excuses, no quaint justifications, just bone-jarring truth. But right now, it 
was a fair trade; Dirt could take the truth, as long as it got him some information on the Bitch. 

He had taken to calling her "Bitch," while fevered in his safe, but the name stuck in his 
mind and was now cemented in his dreams. He didn't know if he wanted to peel off her skin, 
or peel off her clothes. Both had their promises of pain mixed with pleasure. 
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Dirt knuckled the little bell hanging next to the witch's door, and she croaked out an 
unintelligible welcome. Shutting the door behind him left the room dark and dank with no 
circulation and heavy with incense. 

"Come, come, my child. I have the answers you seek," croaked the old witch behind the 
table, while waving her wizened hand. Her wrinkled, decaying age gave her the right to call 
anyone a child. Her smell, like rotting bacon and maple syrup, gave Dirt the urge to leave 
breakfast on the floor. Hints of succulence and long remembered delicacies, laced with 
sweetness and rot. Dirt felt drawn and repulsed simultaneously. 

"What have you brought to offer, my child?" Her voice sounded like old bullfrogs. 

Dirt replied, "Something special this time. Something worth the vision I'll need." He 
placed a small box with intricately carved dovetails on the table. 

The old crone fumbled with the lid for only a moment, her arthritis delaying possession of 
the prize for only a split second. The glass eye staring back brought a quick smile to the 
wrinkled lips, and she gave the eye a kiss, like the forehead of a long lost grandchild. Her 
puckered lips reminded Dirt of a cat's anus. 

Dirt was in a hurry to get to his vision, "Let's get this over with, old witch." 

The old hag slipped the box inside her robes and said, "Something special indeed, my child. 
I will need you to come closer this time. Special visions require different methods. And this 
will certainly be a spectacular one." 

Dirt scraped his chair up close, and the witch grabbed either side of his face, pushing her 
thumbs into the cheek bone, right under the eye. She had never done this before, and the 
thumbprints burned like Loki himself was boring into his face. The sacrifice of some quick 
pain was worth the vision and he refused to pull away until he received his due from the witch. 

The witch showed him the Bitch then. She was exactly the same under the light of day as 
she had been that night. The light did not diminish the black of her hair or the flash of her 
eyes. Eyes so dark they swallowed her pupils. The shadows of that night did not play tricks 
with her coloring like most. She moved through the throng with catlike grace and stopped 
briefly behind an obese noble yelling at his houseboy. Her move was so quick, only Dirt 
caught it, and her skill took his breath away. The fat purse matched the noble's girth, and she 
walked away with a small fortune. 
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The vision swam and deposited him in her room. She was naked, and doubled over a 
writing desk. He thought, oh, if I was only there in person. I would pay her back with a sword 
of my own. His lecherous desire almost spilled him from the vision. His urge to pull the thief 
to him and slap her bare behind clouded the witch's vision momentarily as he refocused on his 
motivation. The witch's truth was that Dirt wanted the Bitch, whether she welcomed it or not. 

His focus swam again until he was looking at the object she caressed on the writing table. 

It was a small egg of polished granite. The bottom was grey, and the top was vibrant blue. The 
contrast of the colors was striking, and he could still see its aura if he closed his eyes. The 
Bitch deposited the egg in a small wooden box, clasping the lid with delicate fingers. 

Dirt's thoughts echoed, I knew she had an Augment. I KNEW it. The lurch of the vision 
pulled him outwards, and he stood outside her room, then nauseatingly outside on the street. 
She was staying in a local tavern called, "The Bitch's Brew." 

You have got to be kidding me, echoed in his head as he exited the vision, rattling around 
like a seed in a gourd. Dirt was yanked back to face the putrid breath of the witch cackling in 
his face. 


Ill 


Dirt started his reconnaissance the very next day, disguised as an elderly gentleman to 
remain anonymous. He waited in the common room of the Bitch's Brew for several hours, 
eating breakfast and lunch before he heard her door squeak open and then lock shut. 

He expected to see the same striking figure but was greeted by something else entirely. She 
was no longer the lean, muscled, beautiful thief. She was dressed as a gruesome, obese beggar. 
She must have used a prosthesis for her hips, as they were inhumanly large and swayed back 
and forth without conscience. 

Dirt thought to himself, I bet those hips would still jiggle even when she's not moving, like 
the fat cut from a butchered hog. 

The crown jewel of her disguise was a mole on her cheek. Not one of those cute moles that 
men find endearing. It was the circumference of a large apple, and clung to half of her face. 

She appeared to be growing barnacles like a ship docked too long at the bay. 
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Her inconsiderate hips bumped tables and patrons alike on her way out of the tavern. Dirt 
waited a few minutes before following her to watch her slog past traffic on the city streets. 

Dirt saw plenty of available targets, but she paid them no heed, sauntering her way towards 
the city's center. She was not an aimless thief, and Dirt could sense her determined focus on an 
unseen goal. No haphazard thievery here; it was like a pinpoint of light, focused on her 
predetermined objective. 

She finally reached her destination, outside of the Commissioner's summer home, settling 
against the wall to beg. The Bitch played the part well, even getting spit on a couple of times. 
But there were kind citizens as well, and each copper that landed in her hand quickly 
disappeared into her robes. 

Dirt thought to himself, why beg when you can steal, Beggar Bitch? Her approach made 
absolutely no sense. She was getting coppers instead of gold. He thought back on the fat noble 
in the witch's vision; remembering her augmented blend of speed and dexterity. A critical Dirt 
continued his thoughts, she is not putting her skills to effective use. 

Dirt watched her for hours, blending into the shadows of an alley with a good view of her 
squalid little gutter. Shifting his position as the sun faded to take advantage of longer shadows 
and clearer observation. 

Late into the night, with barely a moon to see by, Dirt could swear she slept. A citizen out 
very late, or very early, threw a charitable copper in her lap, but she made no move to collect it. 
Dirt could feel something was odd, that niggling feeling of hair standing up on the back of his 
neck, but couldn't quite put a finger on it. He rubbed blood into his legs and stretched in 
preparation for whatever might happen. 

Then he saw her; just a glimpse of black against the sliver of moonlight, stretching out of 
the Commissioner's window, and shimmying around the side of the building. 

Dirt mumbled to himself, "Well, Loki be damned. How in the hell did she get out of the 
hips, and into the building? She's a damned magician if I've ever seen one." He glanced back 
and could still see the empty husk of the obese beggar with a shiny copper winking in its lap. 
She was able to shrug off the disguise without notice, even though Dirt had a trained eye and 
watched vigilantly throughout the night. 
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Dirt whispered to the empty air, "I have got to get my hands on that Augment." Then 
rushed down the next alley to catch her trail. 

The Bitch pressed her back against the wall of the Commissioner's office and extended her 
legs to the wall of the building next door, cradling a huge sack of coin on her thighs. Using the 
friction, she was crab walking down the building to the ground when the alarm sounded. Some 
idiot in the building was clanging a bell like an invalid having a seizure. 

Dirt thought, by Loki's balls, she stole the taxes, as a half dozen guards poured from the 
surrounding buildings. Augment or no, he doubted she could fight all of them. 

He watched as the Bitch slid to the ground, and melded with the shadows at the base of the 
alley. The city guards set up a perimeter and were slowly closing the noose. It was time to get 
involved. 

Being an outside observer gave Dirt the surprise he needed; the guards were not expecting 
danger from behind. As silent death, he crept up behind the nearest of the searchers. Dirt 
ended it quickly with a gloved hand over the guard's mouth and six inches of steel dagger in his 
kidney. He pulled the limp body into the dark shadows, while a wash of warm blood ran down 
his forearm and dripped sluggishly onto the cobbles. The noose dropped away from the Bitch's 
neck. 

The Augment flared for a split second; a light blue aura around the cord on her neck, and 
she sensed the opening. The Bitch darted through like a cat with its tail on fire, and Dirt 
watched her fly past with renewed desire. He didn't know which he wanted more; the cold 
Augment pressed against his chest, or her hot breath against his neck. 


TV 


There were several surprises from the Bitch over the next few weeks of disguised 
reconnaissance. Dirt learned that she wore her Augment whenever she went out, learned that 
she enjoyed spiced cider and a hot bath, and that she never took a lover to her room. The 
biggest surprise of all was that she usually stole from the government; returning the hoard of 
money in discreet amounts to orphanages, healers, and honest businessmen. 
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That was the cement in Dirt's mind, he would steal the Augment rather than try to conquer 
her. The Bitch was using the Augment in a pathetic attempt to be righteous. But Dirt knew 
better. The honest businessmen cheated on their wives and had bastard children in the seamier 
parts of the city. The healers were working on poisons in their cellars; keeping their clientele 
sick enough for continued profit. The orphanage was run by a slobbering pedophile. Giving 
them money just gave them license to further their crimes and indiscretions. 

The Bitch was out late last night in another exhausting thievery of a Constable's lock box. 
Dirt knew the routine; steal, escape, spiced cider, hot bath, deep sleep. Today was the day to 
swipe an Augment from a thief. 

Dirt deftly unlocked her door while she was pouring the buckets of hot water into her tub, 
covering any click of the latch with the splash of water. He stood for several minutes, listening 
for the drop of boots, the squeak of leather, and finally, the exhalation of breath while sinking 
in to soothing hot water. 

It won't be long now. Sleep, Bitch, sleep, he thought. He concentrated his hearing on the 
other side of the door and waited until he could hear measured, relaxed breaths and stepped 
through. He had oiled the hinges during one of her previous excursions, and the swing of the 
door was silent. The back of the Bitch's black mane was damp with water, and he could see the 
crest of her breast just past her head. The even rise and fall of her chest, coupled with 
glistening hot water beckoned to his carnal desires. The hypnotic combination of nudity and 
steam left him conflicted. Dirt fought it off, and shook his head, thinking, that's not what I 
came for. 

The writing desk was near the door. He slid over on silent, padded feet, as only an 
experienced master thief could do, and snatched the wooden box. As soon as the Augment was 
in his possession, he replaced the box with a replica he had carved himself and then sulked 
backwards out of the room. Stopping for one last lustful look at her nude body before slipping 
into the hall and closing the door silently behind him. 

It took all of his years of training and experience to remain calm, walk the hall and the 
common area of the tavern with purposeful, but unhurried strides. He actually giggled as he 
stepped out onto the street. An uncontrollable smile split over his teeth, and he quietly 
exclaimed, "Not every day that an Augment gets swiped, let alone from someone as quick and 
clever as the Bitch." 
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* * * 


The Augment called for him to use it. He resisted temptation and left it in his safe so he 
could spy on the Bitch the next day. He wanted to gloat over the object of his attentions; to see 
her reaction at the loss of the Augment. The Bitch's reaction was not what he expected, but he 
gloated nonetheless. Perhaps she hadn't discovered that her prized possession had been lifted. 

She packed her bags, loaded up a carriage, and rode away from the city. Dirt followed her 
to the city gates and watched longingly until the transport became a black dot; finally 
disappearing. He lingered at the border of the city with only memories of her sweaty body, her 
damp raven colored hair, and her dark, sultry eyes. Those memories flashed only when he 
blinked and he cherished the afterimages of his greatest victory. The only evidence that she 
had passed this way were two lines in the mud that converged to a point over the horizon. 

Even the carriage tracks would soon disappear under the crush of other travelers, and scouring 
of the weather. 


A 


Tonight was the night. Dirt would use the Bitch's Augment and steal from the Prince 
himself. Nothing was safe from his talents; if he wanted it, he was going to take it. 

Dirt settled the Augment against his chest, and pulled a loose jerkin over his head; heading 
out into the night. The Augment swung back and forth with his movements and bumped a cool 
trail from side to side. 

The Augmented thief scaled a tree near the Prince's compound and dropped silently to the 
top of the surrounding wall. The moonlight exposed his silhouette, but the guards outside 
would have to turn to see it. Guards always search the horizon; they never expect anything to 
get behind them. 

Dirt followed the high defenses until he reached his chosen entry point. A window in the 
top floor of the Prince's treasury room. The Augment was already working in his favor; the 
window was slightly ajar. He pulled a series of short tubes from his belt and fastened them 
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together, painstakingly fashioning a hollow tube that reached from the wall to the window. He 
strapped a sheep's bladder on both ends with tightly wound string blowing in the tube to inflate 
the bladders as much as possible. 

His mind was working brilliantly, and this little tool was a fantastic creation. He slid the 
end of his creation under the window, and gently squeezed the inflated bladder on the nearest 
side. The opposing balloon expanded until it rested against the bottom of the window and the 
sill, and then built pressure and slowly lifted the window completely open. 

Dirt tied the bladder down and left the tool in place. He crouched to build up enough 
power for the jump, and dove through the window, somersaulting as his head neared the floor. 
The maneuver brought him instantly to his feet. The interior of the room was lit from the 
window behind him, and he was blind to the dark corners opposite his entry. 

Finely tuned senses alerted him to the danger his eyes could not see; he felt stealthy 
movements and heard breath slide past teeth. He hauled out his sword and dagger and stabbed 
wildly into the dark. Dirt expected the steel to meet flesh, but his sword clanged against a 
metal shield and sent sparks flying. The sparks exposed a return blow speeding towards his 
neck; frozen in the brief strobe of metal on metal. He barely caught the blow with his sword 
and dagger. Not fully blocked, he only managed to redirect it to the side of his head. The edge 
cut above his ear, hit his skull, and slid towards the sky, opening a large flap of scalp. 

Augment or no, Dirt knew when to cut and run. He hurled himself back out the window. 

It was not a repeat of the graceful dive upon entry; it was a desperate lunge to save his skin. 

He crashed through two panes of leaded glass, and landed on the wall with his midsection. 

The unforgiving stone drove the breath from his lungs, and he barely hung on while 
unsuccessfully sucking at the air. 

Blood from his head dripped carelessly down into his eyes, and gave a red tint to his 
surroundings as he tried to blink it away. Dirt rolled up on top of the wall, balanced his way 
back to the tree and then followed gnarled branches to a nearby roof. The guards would not be 
able to follow him from the ground, and the rooftop escape route was a genius piece of pre¬ 
planning. He fled, jumping from roof to roof with his scalp flapping a goodbye as he departed. 
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The Prince's men almost caught him, in a dogged effort to chase him down and make him 
pay. Dirt barely avoided them by slipping into his safe mere moments before the guards ran 
past. The strapping over the stone would hold even if they prodded it, appearing to normal 
eyes to be part of the foundation of the tannery above. 

For the second time, Dirt found himself gently pulling a jerkin over a nasty wound that 
would have to be stitched down. The gory mess of his scalp worried him and he thought, what 
if the hair never grows back? What if I have a bald patch? What if the skin dies and I have an 
exposed skull forever? 

He approached the burnished copper mirror to inspect the damage and to clean the gaping 
wound, but the Augment caught his eye. It swung across his chest, wiping a streak of sweaty, 
blue paint in a small arc. The blue arc, coupled with his dark nipples, created a perfect 
representation of a vindictive smiley face. He yelled out in realization, "You set me up! You, 
YOU... BITCH!" 



The Augment 
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Robert E. Howard has created many memorable characters, but 
perhaps none embody the 'larger than life' ideal of the West better than 

Breckinridge Elkins — 


A Gent from Bear Creek 


Robert E. Howard 



T he folks on Bear Creek ain't what you'd call peaceable by nature, but I was kind of 

surprised to come onto Erath Elkins and his brother-in-law Joel Gordon locked in mortal 
combat on the bank of the creek. But there they was, so tangled up they couldn't use their 
bowies to no advantage, and their cussing was scandalous to hear. 

Remonstrances being useless, I kicked their knives out of their hands and throwed 'em 
bodily into the creek. That broke their holds and they come swarming out with blood-thirsty 
shrieks and dripping whiskers, and attacked me. Seeing they was too blind mad to have any 
sense, I bashed their heads together till they was too dizzy to do anything but holler. 

"Is this any way for relatives to ack?" I asked disgustedly. 

"Lemme at him!" howled Joel, gnashing his teeth whilst blood streamed down his 
whiskers. "He's broke three of my fangs and I'll have his life!" 

"Stand aside, Breckinridge!" raved Erath. "No man can chaw a ear offa me and live to tell 
the tale!" 


18 



"Aw, shut up," I snorted. "One more yap outa either'n of you, and I'll see if yore fool heads 
are harder'n this." I brandished a fist under their noses and they quieted down. "What's all this 
about?" I demanded. 

"I just discovered my brother-in-law is a thief," said Joel bitterly. At that Erath give a howl 
and a vi'lent plunge to get at his relative, but I kind of pushed him backwards, and he fell over 
a wilier stump. 

"The facts is, Breckinridge," said Joel, "me and this polecat found a buckskin poke full of 
gold nuggets in a holler oak over on Apache Ridge yesterday. We didn't know whether 
somebody in these parts had just hid it there for safe-keepin', or whether some old prospector 
had left it there a long time ago and maybe got sculped by the Injuns and never come back to 
git it. We agreed to leave it alone for a month, and if it was still there at that time, we'd feel 
purty shore that the original owner was dead, and we'd split the gold between us. Well, last 
night I got to worryin' somebody'd find it which wasn't as honest as me, so this mornin' I 
thought I better go see if it was still there..." 

At this point Erath laughed bitterly. 

Joel glared at him ominously and continued: "Well, no sooner I hove in sight of the holler 
tree than this skunk let go at me from the bresh with a rifle-gun—" 

"That's a lie!" yelped Erath. "It war jest the other way around!" 

"Not bein' armed, Breckinridge," Joel said with dignity, "and realizin' that this coyote was 
tryin' to murder me so he could claim all the gold, I legged it for home and my weppins. And 
presently I sighted him sprintin' through the bresh after me." 

Erath begun to foam slightly at the mouth. "I warn't chasin' you," he said. "I was goin' 
home after my rifle-gun." 

"What's yore story, Erath?" I inquired. 

"Last night I drempt somebody had stole the gold," he answered sullenly. "This mornin' I 
went to see if it was safe. Just as I got to the tree, this murderer begun shootin' at me with a 
Winchester. I run for my life, and by some chance I finally run right into him. Likely he 
thought he'd kilt me and was cornin' for the sculp." 
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"Did either one of you see t'other'n shoot at you?" I asked. 

"How could I, with him hid in the bresh?" snapped Joel. "But who else could it been?" 

"I didn't have to see him," growled Erath. "I felt the wind of his slug." 

"But each one of you says he didn't have no rifle," I said. 

"He's a cussed liar," they accused simultaneous, and would have fell on each other tooth 
and nail if they could have got past my bulk. 

"I'm convinced they's been a mistake," I said. "Git home and cool off." 

"You're too big for me to lick, Breckinridge," said Erath. "But I warn you, if you cain't 
prove to me that it wasn't Joel which tried to murder me, I ain't goin' to rest nor sleep nor eat 
till I've nailed his mangy sculp to the highest pine on Apache Ridge." 

"That goes for me, too," said Joel, grinding his teeth. "I'm declarin' truce till tomorrer 
mornin'. If Breckinridge cain't show me by then that you didn't shoot at me, either my wife or 
yore'n'll be a widder before midnight." 


II 


So saying they stalked off in opposite directions, whilst I stared helplessly after 'em, 
slightly dazed at the responsibility which had been dumped onto me. That's the drawback of 
being the biggest man in your settlement. All the relatives pile their troubles onto you. Here it 
was up to me to stop what looked like the beginnings of a regular family feud which was 
bound to reduce the population awful. 

The more I thought of the gold them idjits had found, the more I felt like I ought to go and 
take a look to see was it real stuff, so I went back to the corral and saddled Cap'n Kidd and lit 
out for Apache Ridge, which was about a mile away. From the remarks they'd let fell whilst 
cussing each other, I had a purty good idea where the holler oak was at, and sure enough I 
found it without much trouble. I tied Cap'n Kid and dumb up on the trunk till I reached the 
holler. And then as I was craning my neck to look in, I heard a voice say: "Another dern thief!" 
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I looked around and seen Uncle Jeppard Grimes p'inting a gun at me. 


"Bear Creek is goin' to hell," said Uncle Jeppard. "First it was Erath and Joel, and now it's 
you. I'm goin' to throw a bullet through yore hind laig just to teach you a little honesty." 

With that he started sighting along the barrel of his Winchester, and I said: "You better save 
yore lead for that Injun over there." 

Him being a old Indian fighter he just naturally jerked his head around quick, and I pulled 
my .45 and shot the rifle out of his hands. I jumped down and, put my foot on it, and he pulled 
a knife out of his boot, and I taken it away from him and shaken him till he was so addled 
when I let him go he run in a circle and fell down cussing something terrible. 

"Is everybody on Bear Creek gone crazy?" I demanded. "Can't a man look into a holler tree 
without gettin' assassinated?" 

"You was after my gold," swore Uncle Jeppard. 

"So it's your gold, hey?" I said. "Well, a holler tree ain't no bank." 

"I know it," he growled, combing the pine-needles out of his whiskers. "When I come here 
early this mornin' to see if it was safe, like I frequent does, I seen right off somebody'd been 
handlin' it. Whilst I was meditatin' over this, I seen Joel Gordon sneakin' towards the tree. I 
fired a shot across his bows in warnin' and he run off. But a few minutes later here come Erath 
Elkins slitherin' through the pines. I was mad by this time, so I combed his whiskers with a 
chunk of lead and he high-tailed it. And now, by golly, here you come—" 

"I don't want yore blame gold!" I roared. "I just wanted to see if it was safe, and so did Joel 
and Erath. If them men was thieves, they'd have took it when they found it yesterday. Where'd 
you get it, anyway?" 

"I panned it, up in the hills," he said sullenly. "I ain't had time to take it to Chawed Ear and 
git it changed into cash money. I figgered this here tree was as good a place as any. But I done 
put it elsewhere now." 

"Well," I said, "you got to go tell Erath and Joel it was you shot at 'em, so they won't kill 
each other. They'll be mad at you, but I'll cool 'em off, maybe with a hickory club." 
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"All right," he said. "I'm sorry I misjedged you, Breckinridge. Just to show you I trusts you, 
I'll show you whar I hid it." 

He led me through the trees till he come to a big rock jutting out from the side of a cliff, 
and pointed at a smaller stone wedged beneath it. 

"I pulled out that rock," he said, "and dug a hole and stuck the poke in. Look!" 

He heaved the rock out and bent down. And then he went straight up in the air with a yell 
that made me jump and pull my gun with cold sweat busting out all over me. 

"What's the matter with you?" I demanded. "Are you snake-bit?" 

"Yeah, by human snakes!" he hollered. "It's gone ! I been robbed!" 

I looked and seen the impressions the wrinkles in the buckskin poke had made in the soft 
earth. But there wasn't nothing there now. 


Ill 


Uncle Jeppard was doing a scalp dance with a gun in one hand and a bowie knife in the 
other'n. "I'll fringe my leggins with their mangy sculps!" he raved. "I'll pickle their hearts in a 
barr'l of brine! I'll feed their livers to my houn' dawgs!" 

"Whose livers?" I inquired. 

"Whose, you idjit?" he howled. "Joel Gordon and Erath Elkins, dern it! They didn't run off. 
They snuck back and seen me move the gold! I've kilt better men than them for half as much!" 

"Aw," I said, "t'ain't possible they stole yore gold—" 

"Then where is it?" he demanded bitterly. "Who else knowed about it?" 

"Look here!" I said, pointing to a belt of soft loam near the rocks. "Ahorse's tracks." 

"What of it?" he demanded. "Maybe they had horses tied in the bresh." 
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"Aw, no," I said. "Look how the Calkins is set. They ain't no horses on Bear Creek shod like 
that. These is the tracks of a stranger—I bet the feller I seen ride past my cabin just about 
daybreak. A black-whiskered man with one ear missin'. That hard ground by the big rock don't 
show where he got off and stomped around, but the man which rode this horse stole yore gold, I'll 
bet my guns." 

"I ain't convinced," said Uncle Jeppard. "I'm goin' home and ile my rifle-gun, and then I'm 
goin' to go over and kill Joel and Erath." 

"Now you lissen," I said forcibly. "I know what a stubborn old jassack you are, Uncle 
Jeppard, but this time you got to lissen to reason or I'll forget myself and kick the seat outa yore 
britches. I'm goin' to follow this feller and take yore gold away from him, because I know it was 
him stole it. And don't you dare to kill nobody till I git back." 

"I'll give you till tomorrer mornin'," he compromised. "I won't pull a trigger till then. But," 
said Uncle Jeppard waxing poetical, "if my gold ain't in my hands by the time the mornin' sun 
h'ists itself over the shinin' peaks of the Jackass Mountains, the buzzards will rassle their hash on 
the carcasses of Joel Gordon and Erath Elkins." 

I went away from there, mounted Cap'n Kidd and headed west on the trail of the stranger. It 
was still tolerably early in the morning, and one of them long summer days ahead of me. They 
wasn't a horse in the Humbolts to equal Cap'n Kidd for endurance. I've rode a hundred miles on 
him between sun-down and sun-up. But that horse the stranger was riding must have been some 
chunk of horse-meat hisself. The day wore on, and still I hadn't come up with my man. I was 
getting into country I wasn't familiar with, but I didn't have much trouble in following the trail, 
and finally, late in the evening, I come out on a narrow dusty path where the calk-marks of his 
hoofs was very plain. 

The sun sunk lower and my hopes dwindled. Cap'n Kidd was beginning to tire, and even if I 
got the thief and got the gold, it'd be a awful push to get back to Bear Creek in time to prevent 
mayhem. But I urged on Cap'n Kidd, and presently we come out onto a road, and the tracks I was 
following merged with a lot of others. I went on, expecting to come to some settlement, and 
wondering just where I was. I'd never been that far in that direction before then. 

Just at sun-down I rounded a bend in the road and seen something hanging to a tree, and it 
was a man. There was another man in the act of pinning something to the corpse's shirt, and when 
he heard me he wheeled and jerked his gun—the man, I mean, not the corpse. He was a mean 
looking cuss, but he wasn't Black Whiskers. Seeing I made no hostile move, he put up his gun 
and grinned. 
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"That feller's still kickin'," I said. 

"We just strung him up," said the fellow. "The other boys has rode back to town, but I stayed 
to put this warnin' on his buzzum. Can you read?" 

"No," I said. 

"Well," he said, "this here paper says: 'Warnin' to all outlaws and specially them on Grizzly 
Mountain—Keep away from Wampum.'" 

"How far's Wampum from here?" I asked. 

"Half a mile down the road," he said. "I'm A1 Jackson, one of Bill Ormond's deputies. We aim 
to clean up Wampum. This is one of them derned oudaws which has denned up on Grizzly 
Mountain." 


Before I could say anything I heard somebody breathing quick and gaspy, and they was a 
patter of bare feet in the bresh, and a kid girl about fourteen years old bust into the road. 

"You've killed Uncle Joab!" she shrieked. "You murderers! A boy told me they was fixin' to 
hang him! I run as fast as I could—" 

"Git away from that corpse!" roared Jackson, hitting at her with his quirt. 

"You stop that!" I ordered. "Don't you hit that young 'un." 

"Oh, please, Mister!" she wept, wringing her hands. "You ain't one of Ormond's men. 
Please help me! He ain't dead—I seen him move!" 

Waiting for no more I spurred alongside the body and drawed my knife. 

"Don't you cut that rope!" squawk the deputy, jerking his gun. So I hit him under the jaw 
and knocked him out of his saddle and into the bresh beside the road where he lay groaning. I 
then cut the rope and eased the hanged man down on my saddle and got the noose offa his 
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neck. He was purple in the face and his eyes was closed and his tongue lolled out, but he still 
had some life in him. Evidently they didn't drop him, but just hauled him up to strangle to 
death. 

I laid him on the ground and work over him till some of his life begun to come back to him, 
but I knowed he ought to have medical attention. I said: "Where's the nearest doctor?" 

"Doc Richards in Wampum," whimpered the kid. "But if we take him there Ormond will 
get him again. Won't you please take him home?" 

"Where you-all live?" I inquired. 

"We been livin' in a cabin on Grizzly Mountain since Ormond run us out of Wampum," she 
whimpered. 

"Well," I said, "I'm goin' to put yore uncle on Cap'n Kidd and you can set behind the saddle 
and help hold him on, and tell me which way to go." 

So I done so and started off on foot leading Cap'n Kidd in the direction the girl showed me, 
and as we went I seen the deputy Jackson drag hisself out of the bresh and go limping down the 
road holding his jaw. 

I was losing a awful lot of time, but I couldn't leave this feller to die, even if he was a 
outlaw, because probably the little gal didn't have nobody to take care of her but him. Anyway, 
I'd never make it back to Bear Creek by daylight on Cap'n Kidd, even if I could have started 
right then. 

It was well after dark when we come up a narrow trail that wound up a thickly timbered 
mountain side, and purty soon somebody in a thicket ahead of us hollered: "Halt whar you be 
or I'll shoot!" 

"Don't shoot, Jim!" called the girl. "This is Ellen, and we're bringin' Uncle Joab home." 

A tall hard-looking young feller stepped out in the open, still p'inting his Winchester at me. 
He cussed when he seen our load. 

"He ain't dead," I said. "But we ought to git him to his cabin." 
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So Jim led me through the thickets until we come into a clearing where they was a cabin, 
and a woman come running out and screamed like a catamount when she seen Joab. Me and 
Jim lifted him off and carried him in and laid him on a bunk, and the women begun to work 
over him, and I went out to my horse, because I was in a hurry to get gone. Jim follered me. 

"This is the kind of stuff we've been havin' ever since Ormond come to Wampum," he said 
bitterly. "We been livin' up here like rats, afeard to stir in the open. I warned Joab against 
slippin' down into the village today, but he was sot on it, and wouldn't let any of the boys go 
with him. Said he'd sneak in, git what he wanted and sneak out again." 

"Well," I said, "what's yore business is none of mine. But this here life is hard lines on 
women and children." 

"You must be a friend of Joab's," she said. "He sent a man east some days ago, but we was 
afraid one of Ormond's men trailed him and killed him. But maybe he got through. Are you the 
man Joab sent for?" 

"Meanin' am I some gunman come in to clean up the town?" I snorted. "Naw, I ain't. I 
never seen this feller Joab before." 

"Well," said Jim, "cuttin' down Joab like you done has already got you in bad with Ormond. 
Help us run them fellers out of the country! There's still a good many of us in these hills, even 
if we have been run out of Wampum. This hangin' is the last straw. I'll round up the boys 
tonight, and we'll have a show-down with Ormond's men. We're outnumbered, and we been 
licked bad once, but we'll try it again. Won't you throw in with us?" 

"Lissen," I said, climbing into the saddle, "just because I cut down a outlaw ain't no sign 
I'm ready to be one myself. I done it just because I couldn't stand to see the little gal take on so. 
Anyway, I'm lookin' for a feller with black whiskers and one ear missin' which rides a roan 
with a big Lazy-A brand." 

Jim fell back from me and lifted his rifle. "You better ride on," he said somberly. "I'm 
obleeged to you for what you've did—but a friend of Wolf Ashley cain't be no friend of our'n." 

I give him a snort of defiance and rode off down the mountain and headed for Wampum, 
because it was reasonable to suppose that maybe I'd find Black Whiskers there. 
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V 

Wampum wasn't much of a town, but they was one big saloon and gambling hall where sounds 
of hilarity was coming from, and not many people on the streets and them which was mostly went 
in a hurry. I stopped one of them and ast him where a doctor lived, and he pointed out a house where 
he said Doc Richards lived, so I rode up to the door and knocked, and somebody inside said: "What 
you want? I got you covered." 

"Are you Doc Richards?" I said, and he said: "Yes, keep your hands away from your belt or I'll 
fix you." 

"This is a nice, friendly town!" I snorted. "I ain't figgerin' on harmin' you. They's a man up in the 
hills which needs yore attention." 

At that the door opened and a man with red whiskers and a shotgun stuck his head out and said: 
"Who do you mean?" 

"They call him Joab," I said. "He's on Grizzly Mountain." 

"Hmmmm!" said Doc Richards, looking at me very sharp where I sot Cap'n Kidd in the 
starlight. "I set a man's jaw tonight, and he had a lot to say about a certain party who cut down a 
man that was hanged. If you're that party, my advice to you is to hit the trail before Ormond catches 
you." 


"I'm hungry and thirsty and I'm lookin' for a man," I said. "I aim to leave Wampum when I'm 
good and ready." 

"I never argue with a man as big as you," said Doc Richards. "I'll ride to Grizzly Mountain as 
quick as I can get my horse saddled. If I never see you alive again, which is very probable, I'll 
always remember you as the biggest man I ever saw, and the biggest fool. Good night!" 

I thought, the folks in Wampum is the queerest acting I ever seen. I took my horse to the barn 
which served as a livery stable and seen that he was properly fixed. Then I went into the big saloon 
which was called the Golden Eagle. I was low in my spirits because I seemed to have lost Black 
Whiskers' trail entirely, and even if I found him in Wampum, which I hoped, I never could make it 
back to Bear Creek by sun-up. But I hoped to recover that demed gold yet, and get back in time to 
save a few lives. 
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They was a lot of tough looking fellers in the Golden Eagle drinking and gambling and talking 
loud and cussing, and they all stopped their noise as I come in, and looked at me very fishy. But I 
give 'em no heed and went to the bar, and purty soon they kinda forgot about me and the racket 
started up again. 

Whilst I was drinking me a few fingers of whisky, somebody shouldered up to me and said: 
"Hey!" I turned around and seen a big, broad-built man with a black beard and blood-shot eyes and 
a pot-belly with two guns on. 

I said: "Well?" 

"Who air you?" he demanded. 

"Who air you?" I come back at him. 

"I'm Bill Ormond, sheriff of Wampum," he said. "That's who!" And he showed me a star on his 
shirt. 


"Oh," I said. "Well, I'm Breckinridge Elkins, from Bear Creek." 

I noticed a kind of quiet come over the place, and fellows was laying down their glasses and 
their billiard sticks, and hitching up their belts and kinda gathering around me. Ormond scowled and 
combed his beard with his fingers, and rocked on his heels and said: "I got to 'rest you!" 

I sot down my glass quick and he jumped back and hollered: "Don't you dast pull no gun on the 
law!" And they was a kind of movement amongst the men around me. 

"What you arrestin' me for?" I demanded. "I ain't busted no law." 

"You assaulted one of my deputies," he said, and then I seen that feller Jackson standing behind 
the sheriff, with his jaw all bandaged up. He couldn't work his chin to talk. All he could do was p'int 
his finger at me and shake his fists. 

"You likewise cut down a outlaw we had just hunged," said Ormond. "Yore under arrest!" 

"But I'm lookin' for a man!" I protested. "I ain't got time to be arrested!" 

You should of thunk about that when you busted the law," opined Ormond. "Gimme yore gun 
and come along peaceable." 


28 



A dozen men had their hands on their guns, but it wasn't that which made me give in. Pap 
had always taught me never to resist no officer of the law, so it was kind of instinctive for me 
to hand my gun over to Ormond and go along with him without no fight. I was kind of 
bewildered and my thoughts was addled anyway. I ain't one of these fast thinking sharps. 

Ormond escorted me down the street a ways, with a whole bunch of men following us, and 
stopped at a log building with barred windows which was next to a board shack. A man come 
out of this shack with a big bunch of keys, and Ormond said he was the jailer. So they put me 
in the log jail and Ormond went off with everybody but the jailer, who sat down on the step 
outside the shack and rolled a cigaret. 

There wasn't no light in the jail, but I found the bunk and tried to lay down on it, but it 
wasn't built for a man six and a half foot tall. I sot down on it and at last realized what a 
infernal mess I was in. Here I ought to be hunting Black Whiskers and getting the gold to take 
back to Bear Creek and save the lives of a lot of my kin-folks, but instead I was in jail, and no 
way of getting out without killing a officer of the law. With daybreak Joel and Erath would be 
at each other's throats, and Uncle Jeppard would be gunning for both of 'em. It was too much to 
hope that the other relatives would let them three fight it out amongst theirselves. I never seen 
such a clan for butting into each other's business. The guns would be talking all up and down 
Bear Creek, and the population would be decreasing with every volley. I thought about it till I 
got dizzy, and then the jailer stuck his head up to the window and said if I would give him five 
dollars he'd go get me something to eat. 

I give it to him, and he went off and was gone quite a spell, and at last he come back and 
give me a ham sandwich. I ast him was that all he could get for five dollars, and he said grub 
was awful high in Wampum. I et the sandwich in one bite, because I hadn't et nothing since 
morning, and then he said if I'd give him some more money he'd get me another sandwich. But 
I didn't have no more and told him so. 

"What!" he said, breathing licker fumes in my face through the window bars. "No money? 
And you expect us to feed you for nothin'?" So he cussed me, and went off. Purty soon the 
sheriff come and looked in at me and said: "What's this I hear about you not havin' no money?" 


I ain't got none left," I said, and he cussed something fierce. 
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"How you expect to pay yore fine?" he demanded. "You think you can lay up in our jail and 
eat us out of house and home? What kind of a critter are you, anyway?" Just then the jailer 
chipped in and said somebody told him I had a horse down at the livery stable. 

"Good," said the sheriff. "We'll sell the horse for his fine." 

"No, you won't neither," I said, beginning to get mad. "You try to sell Cap'n Kidd, and I'll 
forgit what pap told me about officers, and take you plumb apart." 

I riz up and glared at him through the window, and he fell back and put his hand on his gun. 
But just about that time I seen a man going into the Golden Eagle which was in easy sight of 
the jail, and lit up so the light streamed out into the street. I give a yell that made Ormond jump 
about a foot. It was Black Whiskers! 

"Arrest that man, Sheriff!" I hollered. "He's a thief!" 

Ormond whirled and looked, and then he said: "Are you plumb crazy? That's Wolf Ashley, 
my deperty." 

"I don't give a dern," I said. "He stole a poke of gold from my Uncle Jeppard up in the 
Humbolts, and I've trailed him clean from Bear Creek. Do yore duty and arrest him." 

"You shut up!" roared Ormond. "You can't tell me my business! I ain't goin' to arrest my 
best gunman—my star deperty, I mean. What you mean tryin' to start trouble this way? One 
more yap outa you and I'll throw a chunk of lead through you." 

And he turned and stalked off muttering: "Poke of gold, huh? Holdin' out on me is he? I'll 
see about that!" 


I sot down and held my head in bewilderment. What kind of a sheriff was this which 
wouldn't arrest a derned thief? My thoughts run in circles till my wits was addled. The jailer 
had gone off and I wondered if he had went to sell Cap'n Kidd. I wondered what was going on 
back at Bear Creek, and I shivered to think what would bust loose at daybreak. And here I was 
in jail, with them fellers fixing to sell my horse whilst that derned thief swaggered around at 
large. I looked helplessly out the window. 
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It was getting late, but the Golden Eagle was still going full blast. I could hear the music 
blaring away, and the fellers yipping and shooting their pistols in the air, and their boot heels 
stomping on the board walk. I felt like busting down and crying, and then I begun to get mad. I 
get mad slow, generally, and before I was plumb mad, I heard a noise at the window. 

I seen a pale face staring in at me, and a couple of small white hands on the bars. 

"Oh, Mister!" a voice whispered. "Mister!" 

I stepped over and looked out and it was the kid girl Ellen. 

"What you doin' here, gal?" I asked. 

"Doc Richards said you was in Wampum," she whispered. "He said he was afraid Ormond 
and his gang would go for you, because you helped me, so I slipped away on his horse and 
rode here as hard as I could. Jim was out tryin' to gather up the boys for a last stand, and Aunt 
Rachel and the other women was busy with Uncle Joab. They wasn't nobody but me to come, 
but I had to! You saved Uncle Joab, and I don't care if Jim does say you're a outlaw because 
you're a friend of Wolf Ashley. Oh, I wisht I wasn't just a girl! I wisht I could shoot a gun, so's I 
could kill Bill Ormond!" 

"That ain't no way for a gal to talk," I said. "Leave killin' to the men. But I appreciates you 
goin' to all this trouble. I got some kid sisters myself—in fact I got seven or eight, as near as I 
remember. Don't you worry none about me. Lots of men gets throwed in jail." 

"But that ain't it!" she wept, wringing her hands. "I listened outside the winder of the back 
room in the Golden Eagle and heard Ormond and Ashley talkin' about you. I dunno what you 
wanted with Ashley when you ast Jim about him, but he ain't your friend. Ormond accused him 
of stealin' a poke of gold and holdin' out on him, and Ashley said it was a lie. Then Ormond 
said you told him about it, and that he'd give Ashley till midnight to perdooce that gold, and if 
he didn't Wampum would be too small for both of 'em. 

"Then he went out and I heard Ashley talkin' to a pal of his, and Ashley said he'd have to 
raise some gold somehow, or Ormond would have him killed, but that he was goin' to fix you, 
Mister, for lyin' about him. Mister, Ashley and his bunch are over in the back of the Golden 
Eagle right now plottin' to bust into the jail before daylight and hang you!" 

"Aw," I said, "the sheriff wouldn't let 'em do that." 
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"You don't understand!" she cried. "Ormond ain't the sheriff! Him and his gunmen come 
into Wampum and killed all the people that tried to oppose him, or run 'em up into the hills. 
They got us penned up there like rats, nigh starvin' and afeared to come to town. Uncle Joab 
come into Wampum this mornin' to git some salt, and you seen what they done to him. He's the 
real sheriff; Ormond is just a bloody outlaw. Him and his gang is usin' Wampum for a hang-out 
whilst they rob and steal and kill all over the country." 

"Then that's what yore friend Jim meant," I said slowly. "And me, like a dumb damn fool, I 
thought him and Joab and the rest of you-all was just outlaws, like that fake deputy said." 

"Ormond took Uncle Joab's badge and called hisself the sheriff to fool strangers," she 
whimpered. "What honest people is left in Wampum are afeared to oppose him. Him and his 
gunmen are rulin' this whole part of the country. Uncle Joab sent a man east to git us some help 
in the settlements on Buffalo River, but none never come, and from what I overheard tonight, I 
believe Wolf Ashley follered him and killed him over east of the Humbolts somewheres. What 
are we goin' to do?" she sobbed. 

"Ellen," I said, "you git on Doc Richards' horse and ride for Grizzly Mountain. When you 
git there, tell the Doc to head for Wampum, because there'll be plenty of work for him time he 
gits there." 

"But what about you?" she cried. "I can't go off and leave you to be hanged!" 

"Don't worry about me, gal," I said. "I'm Breckinridge Elkins of the Humbolt Mountains, 
and I'm preparin' for to shake my mane! Hustle!" 


VIII 


Something about me evidently convinced her, because she glided away, whimpering, into 
the shadows, and presently I heard the clack of horse's hoofs dwindling in the distance. I then 
riz and I laid hold of the window bars and tore them out by the roots. Then I sunk my fingers 
into the sill log and tore it out, and three or four more, and the wall give way entirely and the 
roof fell down on me, but I shook aside the fragments and heaved up out of the wreckage like a 
bear out of a deadfall. 
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About this time the jailer come running up, and when he seen what I had did he was so 
surprised he forgot to shoot me with his pistol. So I taken it away from him and knocked down 
the door of his shack with him and left him laying in its ruins. 

I then strode up the street toward the Golden Eagle and here come a feller galloping down 
the street. Who should it be but that derned fake deperty, Jackson? He couldn't holler with his 
bandaged jaw, but when he seen me he jerked loose his lariat and piled it around my neck, and 
sot spurs to his cayuse aiming for to drag me to death. But I seen he had his rope tied fast to his 
horn, Texas style, so I laid hold on it with both hands and braced my legs, and when the horse 
got to the end of the rope, the girths busted and the horse went out from under the saddle, and 
Jackson come down on his head in the street and laid still. 

I throwed the rope off my neck and went on to the Golden Eagle with the jailer's .45 in my 
scabbard. I looked in and seen the same crowd there, and Ormond r'ared back at the bar with 
his belly stuck out, roaring and bragging. 

I stepped in and hollered: "Look this way, Bill Ormond, and pull iron, you dirty thief!" 

He wheeled, paled, and went for his gun, and I slammed six bullets into him before he 
could hit the floor. I then throwed the empty gun at the dazed crowd and give one deafening 
roar and tore into 'em like a mountain cyclone. They begun to holler and surge onto me and I 
throwed 'em and knocked 'em right and left like ten pins. Some was knocked over the bar and 
some under the tables and some I knocked down stacks of beer kegs with. I ripped the roulette 
wheel loose and mowed down a whole row of them with it, and I throwed a billiard table 
through the mirror behind the bar just for good measure. Three or four fellers got pinned under 
it and yelled bloody murder. 

But I didn't have no time to un-pin 'em, for I was busy elsewhere. Four of them hellions 
come at me in a flyin' wedge and the only thing to do was give them a dose of their own 
medicine. So I put my head down and butted the first one in the belly. He gave a grunt you 
could hear across the mountains and I grabbed the other three and squoze them together. I then 
flung them against the bar and headed into the rest of the mess of them. I felt so good I was 
yellin' some. 

"Come on!" I yelled. "I'm Breckinridge Elkins an' you got my dander roused." And I waded 
in and poured it to 'em. 
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Meanwhile they was hacking at me with bowies and hitting me with chairs and brass 
knuckles and trying to shoot me, but all they done with their guns was shoot each other 
because they was so many they got in each other's way, and the other things just made me 
madder. I laid hands on as many as I could hug at once, and the thud of their heads banging 
together was music to me. I also done good work heaving 'em head-on against the walls, and I 
further slammed several of 'em heartily against the floor and busted all the tables with their 
carcasses. In the melee the whole bar collapsed, and the shelves behind the bar fell down when 
I slang a feller into them, and bottles rained all over the floor. One of the lamps also fell off the 
ceiling which was beginning to crack and cave in, and everybody begun to yell: "Fire!" and run 
out through the doors and jump out the windows. 

In a second I was alone in the blazing building except for them which was past running. I'd 
started for a exit myself, when I seen a buckskin pouch on the floor along with a lot of other 
belongings which had fell out of men's pockets as they will when the men gets swung by the 
feet and smashed against the wall. 

I picked it up and jerked the tie-string, and a trickle of gold dust spilled into my hand. I 
begun to look on the floor for Ashley, but he wasn't there. But he was watching me from 
outside, because I looked and seen him just as be let bam at me with a .45 from the back room 
of the place, which wasn't yet on fire much. I plunged after him, ignoring his next slug which 
took me in the shoulder, and then I grabbed him and taken the gun away from him. He pulled a 
bowie and tried to stab me in the groin, but only sliced my thigh, so I throwed him the full 
length of the room and he hit the wall so hard his head went through the boards. 

Meantime the main part of the saloon was burning so I couldn't go out that way. I started to 
go out the back door of the room I was in, but got a glimpse of some fellers which was 
crouching just outside the door waiting to shoot me as I come out. So I knocked out a section 
of the wall on another side of the room, and about that time the roof fell in so loud them fellers 
didn't hear me coming, so I fell on 'em from the rear and beat their heads together till the blood 
ran out of their ears, and stomped 'em and took their shotguns away from them. 

One big fellow with a scarred face tackled me around the knees as I bent over to get the 
second gun, and a little man hopped on my shoulders from behind at the same time and began 
clawin' like a catamount. That made me pretty mad again, but I still kept enough presence of 
mind not to lose my temper. I just grabbed the little man off and hit Scar Face over the head 
with him, and after that none of the rest bothered me within hand-holt distance. 
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Then I was aware that people was shooting at me in the light of the burning saloon, and I 
seen that a bunch was ganged up on the other side of the street, so I begun to loose my 
shotguns into the thick of them, and they broke and run yelling blue murder. 

And as they went out one side of the town, another gang rushed in from the other, yelling 
and shooting, and I snapped an empty shell at them before one yelled: "Don't shoot, Elkins! 
We're friends!" And I seen it was Jim and Doc Richards, and a lot of other fellers I hadn't never 
seen before then. 


IX 


They went tearing around, looking to see if any of Ormond's men was hiding in the village, 
but none was. They looked like all they wanted to do was get clean out of the country, so most 
of the Grizzly Mountain men took in after 'em, whoopin' and shoutin'. 

Jim looked at the wreckage of the jail, and the remnants of the Golden Eagle, and he shook 
his head like he couldn't believe it. 

"We was on our way to make a last effort to take the town back from that gang," he said. 
"Ellen met us as we come down and told us you was a friend and a honest man. We hoped to 
get here in time to save you from gettin' hanged." Again he shook his head with a kind of 
bewildered look. Then he said: "Oh, say, I'd about forgot. On our way here we run onto a man 
on the road who said he was lookin' for you. Not knowin' who he was, we roped him and brung 
him along with us. Bring the prisoner, boys!" 

They brung him, tied to his saddle, and it was Jack Gordon, Joel's youngest brother and the 
fastest gun-slinger on Bear Creek. 

"What you doin' here?" I demanded bitterly. "Has the feud begun already and has Joel set 
you on my trail? Well, I got what I started after, and I'm headin' back for Bear Creek. I cain't git 
there by daylight, but maybe I'll git there in time to keep everybody from killin' everybody 
else. Here's Uncle Jeppard's cussed gold!" And I waved the pouch in front of him. 

"But that cain't be it!" he said. "I been trailin' you all the way from Bear Creek, tryin' to 
catch you and tell you the gold had been found! Uncle Jeppard and Joel and Erath got together 
and everything was explained and is all right. Where'd you git that gold?" 
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"I dunno whether Ashley's pals got it together so he could give it to Ormond and not git 
killed for holdin' out on his boss, or what," I said. "But I know that the owner ain't got no more 
use for it now, and probably stole it in the first place. I'm givin' this gold to Ellen," I said. "She 
shore deserves a reward. And givin' it to her makes me feel like maybe I accomplished 
somethin' on this wild goose chase, after all." 

Jim looked around at the ruins of the outlaw hang-out, and murmured something I didn't 
catch. I said to Jack: "You said Uncle Jeppard's gold was found? Where was it, anyway?" 

"Well," said Jack, "little General William Harrison Grimes, Uncle Jeppard's youngster boy, 
he seen his pap put the gold under the rock, and he got it out to play with it. He was usin' the 
nuggets for slugs in his slingshot," Jack said, "and it's plumb cute the way he pops a rattlesnake 
with 'em. What did you say?" 

"Nothin'," I said between my teeth. "Nothin' that'd be fit to repeat, anyway." 



A Gent from Bear Creek 

WereBooks.org Edition is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

Based on a Public Domain work by Robert E. Howard. 
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Continued from Issue #1 

On the frozen frontier they fought for survival, far from help and 
surrounded on all sides by hungry wolves — 

White Fan 

Jack London 



The She-Wolf 

B reakfast eaten and the slim camp-outfit lashed to the sled, the men turned their backs on 
the cheery fire and launched out into the darkness. At once began to rise the cries that 
were fiercely sad—cries that called through the darkness and cold to one another and answered 
back. Conversation ceased. Daylight came at nine o'clock. At midday the sky to the south 
warmed to rose-colour, and marked where the bulge of the earth intervened between the 
meridian sun and the northern world. But the rose-colour swiftly faded. The grey light of day 
that remained lasted until three o'clock, when it, too, faded, and the pall of the Arctic night 
descended upon the lone and silent land. 

As darkness came on, the hunting-cries to right and left and rear drew closer—so close that 
more than once they sent surges of fear through the toiling dogs, throwing them into short¬ 
lived panics. 

At the conclusion of one such panic, when he and Henry had got the dogs back in the 
traces, Bill said: 

"I wish they'd strike game somewheres, an' go away an' leave us alone." 
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"They do get on the nerves horrible," Henry sympathised. 

They spoke no more until camp was made. 

Henry was bending over and adding ice to the babbling pot of beans when he was startled 
by the sound of a blow, an exclamation from Bill, and a sharp snarling cry of pain from among 
the dogs. He straightened up in time to see a dim form disappearing across the snow into the 
shelter of the dark. Then he saw Bill, standing amid the dogs, half triumphant, half crestfallen, 
in one hand a stout club, in the other the tail and part of the body of a sun-cured salmon. 

"It got half of it," he announced; "but I got a whack at it jes' the same. D'ye hear it squeal?" 

"What'd it look like?" Henry asked. 

"Couldn't see. But it had four legs an' a mouth an' hair an' looked like any dog." 

"Must be a tame wolf, I reckon." 

"It's damned tame, whatever it is, cornin' in here at feedin' time an' gettin' its whack of 
fish." 

That night, when supper was finished and they sat on the oblong box and pulled at their 
pipes, the circle of gleaming eyes drew in even closer than before. 

"I wisht they'd spring up a bunch of moose or something, an' go away an' leave us alone," 
Bill said. 

Henry grunted with an intonation that was not all sympathy, and for a quarter of an hour 
they sat on in silence, Henry staring at the fire, and Bill at the circle of eyes that burned in the 
darkness just beyond the firelight. 

"I wisht we was pullin' into McGurry right now," he began again. 

"Shut up your wishin' and your croakin'," Henry burst out angrily. "Your stomach's sour. 
That's what's ailin' you. Swallow a spoonful of sody, an' you'll sweeten up wonderful an' be 
more pleasant company." 
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In the morning Henry was aroused by fervid blasphemy that proceeded from the mouth of 
Bill. Henry propped himself up on an elbow and looked to see his comrade standing among the 
dogs beside the replenished fire, his arms raised in objurgation, his face distorted with passion. 

"Hello!" Henry called. "What's up now?" 

"Frog's gone," came the answer. 

"No." 

"I tell you yes." 

Henry leaped out of the blankets and to the dogs. He counted them with care, and then 
joined his partner in cursing the power of the Wild that had robbed them of another dog. 

"Frog was the strongest dog of the bunch," Bill pronounced finally. 

"An' he was no fool dog neither," Henry added. 

And so was recorded the second epitaph in two days. 

A gloomy breakfast was eaten, and the four remaining dogs were harnessed to the sled. The 
day was a repetition of the days that had gone before. The men toiled without speech across the 
face of the frozen world. The silence was unbroken save by the cries of their pursuers, that, 
unseen, hung upon their rear. With the coming of night in the mid-afternoon, the cries sounded 
closer as the pursuers drew in according to their custom; and the dogs grew excited and 
frightened, and were guilty of panics that tangled the traces and further depressed the two men. 

"There, that'll fix you fool critters," Bill said with satisfaction that night, standing erect at 
completion of his task. 

Henry left the cooking to come and see. Not only had his partner tied the dogs up, but he 
had tied them, after the Indian fashion, with sticks. About the neck of each dog he had fastened 
a leather thong. To this, and so close to the neck that the dog could not get his teeth to it, he had 
tied a stout stick four or five feet in length. The other end of the stick, in turn, was made fast to 
a stake in the ground by means of a leather thong. The dog was unable to gnaw through the 
leather at his own end of the stick. The stick prevented him from getting at the leather that 
fastened the other end. 


39 



WereBooks Presents 


July 2017 


Henry nodded his head approvingly. 

"It's the only contraption that'll ever hold One Ear," he said. "He can gnaw through leather 
as clean as a knife an' jes' about half as quick. They all'll be here in the mornin' hunkydory." 

"You jes' bet they will," Bill affirmed. "If one of em' turns up missin', I'll go without my 
coffee." 

"They jes' know we ain't loaded to kill," Henry remarked at bed-time, indicating the 
gleaming circle that hemmed them in. "If we could put a couple of shots into 'em, they'd be 
more respectful. They come closer every night. Get the firelight out of your eyes an' look 
hard—there! Did you see that one?" 

For some time the two men amused themselves with watching the movement of vague 
forms on the edge of the firelight. By looking closely and steadily at where a pair of eyes 
burned in the darkness, the form of the animal would slowly take shape. They could even see 
these forms move at times. 

A sound among the dogs attracted the men's attention. One Ear was uttering quick, eager 
whines, lunging at the length of his stick toward the darkness, and desisting now and again in 
order to make frantic attacks on the stick with his teeth. 

"Look at that, Bill," Henry whispered. 

Full into the firelight, with a stealthy, sidelong movement, glided a doglike animal. It 
moved with commingled mistrust and daring, cautiously observing the men, its attention fixed 
on the dogs. One Ear strained the full length of the stick toward the intruder and whined with 
eagerness. 

"That fool One Ear don't seem scairt much," Bill said in a low tone. 

"It's a she-wolf," Henry whispered back, "an' that accounts for Fatty an' Frog. She's the 
decoy for the pack. She draws out the dog an' then all the rest pitches in an' eats'm up." 

The fire crackled. A log fell apart with a loud spluttering noise. At the sound of it the 
strange animal leaped back into the darkness. 

"Henry, I'm a-thinkin'," Bill announced. 
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Thinkin' what? 


"I'm a-thinkin' that was the one I lambasted with the club." 

"Ain't the slightest doubt in the world," was Henry's response. 

"An' right here I want to remark," Bill went on, "that that animal's familyarity with 
campfires is suspicious an' immoral." 

"It knows for certain more'n a self-respectin' wolf ought to know," Henry agreed. "A wolf 
that knows enough to come in with the dogs at feedin' time has had experiences." 

"Ol' Villan had a dog once that run away with the wolves," Bill cogitates aloud. "I ought to 
know. I shot it out of the pack in a moose pasture over 'on Little Stick. An' 01' Villan cried like 
a baby. Hadn't seen it for three years, he said. Ben with the wolves all that time." 

"I reckon you've called the turn, Bill. That wolf's a dog, an' it's eaten fish many's the time 
from the hand of man." 

"An if I get a chance at it, that wolf that's a dog'll be jes' meat," Bill declared. "We can't 
afford to lose no more animals." 

"But you've only got three cartridges," Henry objected. 

"I'll wait for a dead sure shot," was the reply. 

In the morning Henry renewed the fire and cooked breakfast to the accompaniment of his 
partner's snoring. 

"You was sleepin' jes' too comfortable for anything," Henry told him, as he routed him out 
for breakfast. "I hadn't the heart to rouse you." 

Bill began to eat sleepily. He noticed that his cup was empty and started to reach for the 
pot. But the pot was beyond arm's length and beside Henry. 

"Say, Henry," he chided gently, "ain't you forgot somethin'?" 

Henry looked about with great carefulness and shook his head. Bill held up the empty cup. 
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"You don't get no coffee," Henry announced. 

"Ain't run out?" Bill asked anxiously. 

"Nope." 

"Ain't thinkin' it'll hurt my digestion?" 

"Nope." 

A flush of angry blood pervaded Bill's face. 

"Then it's jes' warm an' anxious I am to be hearin' you explain yourself," he said. 

"Spanker's gone," Henry answered. 

Without haste, with the air of one resigned to misfortune Bill turned his head, and from 
where he sat counted the dogs. 

"How'd it happen?" he asked apathetically. 

Henry shrugged his shoulders. "Don't know. Unless One Ear gnawed'm loose. He couldn't 
a-done it himself, that's sure." 

"The darned cuss." Bill spoke gravely and slowly, with no hint of the anger that was raging 
within. "Jes' because he couldn't chew himself loose, he chews Spanker loose." 

"Well, Spanker's troubles is over anyway; I guess he's digested by this time an' cavortin' 
over the landscape in the bellies of twenty different wolves," was Henry's epitaph on this, the 
latest lost dog. "Have some coffee, Bill." 

But Bill shook his head. 

"Go on," Henry pleaded, elevating the pot. 

Bill shoved his cup aside. "I'll be ding-dong-danged if I do. I said I wouldn't if ary dog 
turned up missin', an' I won't." 
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It's darn good coffee," Henry said enticingly. 


But Bill was stubborn, and he ate a dry breakfast washed down with mumbled curses at 
One Ear for the trick he had played. 

"I'll tie 'em up out of reach of each other tonight," Bill said, as they took the trail. 

They had travelled little more than a hundred yards, when Henry, who was in front, bent 
down and picked up something with which his snowshoe had collided. It was dark, and he 
could not see it, but he recognised it by the touch. He flung it back, so that it struck the sled 
and bounced along until it fetched up on Bill's snowshoes. 

"Mebbe you'll need that in your business," Henry said. 

Bill uttered an exclamation. It was all that was left of Spanker—the stick with which he had 
been tied. 

"They ate'm hide an' all," Bill announced. "The stick's as clean as a whistle. They've ate the 
leather offen both ends. They're damn hungry, Henry, an' they'll have you an' me guessin' 
before this trip's over." 

Henry laughed defiantly. "I ain't been trailed this way by wolves before, but I've gone 
through a whole lot worse an' kept my health. Takes more'n a handful of them pesky critters to 
do for yours truly, Bill, my son." 

"I don't know, I don't know," Bill muttered ominously. 

"Well, you'll know all right when we pull into McGurry." 

"I ain't feelin' special enthusiastic," Bill persisted. 

"You're off colour, that's what's the matter with you," Henry dogmatised. "What you need is 
quinine, an' I'm goin' to dose you up stiff as soon as we make McGurry." 

Bill grunted his disagreement with the diagnosis, and lapsed into silence. The day was like 
all the days. Light came at nine o'clock. At twelve o'clock the southern horizon was warmed by 
the unseen sun; and then began the cold grey of afternoon that would merge, three hours later, 
into night. 
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It was just after the sun's futile effort to appear, that Bill slipped the rifle from under the 
sled-lashings and said: 

"You keep right on, Henry, I'm goin' to see what I can see." 

"You'd better stick by the sled," his partner protested. "You've only got three cartridges, an' 
there's no tellin' what might happen." 

"Who's croaking now?" Bill demanded triumphantly. 

Henry made no reply, and plodded on alone, though often he cast anxious glances back into 
the grey solitude where his partner had disappeared. An hour later, taking advantage of the cut¬ 
offs around which the sled had to go, Bill arrived. 

"They're scattered an' rangin' along wide," he said: "keeping up with us an' lookin' for game 
at the same time. You see, they're sure of us, only they know they've got to wait to get us. In the 
meantime they're willin' to pick up anything eatable that comes handy." 

"You mean they think they're sure of us," Henry objected pointedly. 

But Bill ignored him. "I seen some of them. They're pretty thin. They ain't had a bite in 
weeks I reckon, outside of Fatty an' Frog an' Spanker; an' there's so many of 'em that that didn't 
go far. They're remarkable thin. Their ribs is like wash-boards, an' their stomachs is right up 
against their backbones. They're pretty desperate, I can tell you. They'll be goin' mad, yet, an' 
then watch out." 

A few minutes later, Henry, who was now travelling behind the sled, emitted a low, 
warning whistle. Bill turned and looked, then quietly stopped the dogs. To the rear, from 
around the last bend and plainly into view, on the very trail they had just covered, trotted a 
furry, slinking form. Its nose was to the trail, and it trotted with a peculiar, sliding, effortless 
gait. When they halted, it halted, throwing up its head and regarding them steadily with nostrils 
that twitched as it caught and studied the scent of them. 

"It's the she-wolf," Bill answered. 

The dogs had lain down in the snow, and he walked past them to join his partner in the sled. 
Together they watched the strange animal that had pursued them for days and that had already 
accomplished the destruction of half their dog-team. 
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After a searching scrutiny, the animal trotted forward a few steps. This it repeated several 
times, till it was a short hundred yards away. It paused, head up, close by a clump of spruce 
trees, and with sight and scent studied the outfit of the watching men. It looked at them in a 
strangely wistful way, after the manner of a dog; but in its wistfulness there was none of the 
dog affection. It was a wistfulness bred of hunger, as cruel as its own fangs, as merciless as the 
frost itself. 

It was large for a wolf, its gaunt frame advertising the lines of an animal that was among 
the largest of its kind. 

"Stands pretty close to two feet an' a half at the shoulders," Henry commented. "An' I'll bet 
it ain't far from five feet long." 

"Kind of strange colour for a wolf," was Bill's criticism. "I never seen a red wolf before. 
Looks almost cinnamon to me." 

The animal was certainly not cinnamon-coloured. Its coat was the true wolf-coat. The 
dominant colour was grey, and yet there was to it a faint reddish hue—a hue that was baffling, 
that appeared and disappeared, that was more like an illusion of the vision, now grey, distinctly 
grey, and again giving hints and glints of a vague redness of colour not classifiable in terms of 
ordinary experience. 

"Looks for all the world like a big husky sled-dog," Bill said. "I wouldn't be s'prised to see 
it wag its tail." 

"Hello, you husky!" he called. "Come here, you whatever-your-name-is." 

"Ain't a bit scairt of you," Henry laughed. 

Bill waved his hand at it threateningly and shouted loudly; but the animal betrayed no fear. 
The only change in it that they could notice was an accession of alertness. It still regarded them 
with the merciless wistfulness of hunger. They were meat, and it was hungry; and it would like 
to go in and eat them if it dared. 

"Look here, Henry," Bill said, unconsciously lowering his voice to a whisper because of 
what he imitated. "We've got three cartridges. But it's a dead shot. Couldn't miss it. It's got 
away with three of our dogs, an' we oughter put a stop to it. What d'ye say?" 
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Henry nodded his consent. Bill cautiously slipped the gun from under the sled-lashing. The 
gun was on the way to his shoulder, but it never got there. For in that instant the she-wolf 
leaped sidewise from the trail into the clump of spruce trees and disappeared. 

The two men looked at each other. Henry whistled long and comprehendingly. 

"I might have knowed it," Bill chided himself aloud as he replaced the gun. "Of course a 
wolf that knows enough to come in with the dogs at feedin' time, 'd know all about shooting- 
irons. I tell you right now, Henry, that critter's the cause of all our trouble. We'd have six dogs 
at the present time, 'stead of three, if it wasn't for her. An' I tell you right now, Henry, I'm goin' 
to get her. She's too smart to be shot in the open. But I'm goin' to lay for her. I'll bushwhack her 
as sure as my name is Bill." 

"You needn't stray off too far in doin' it," his partner admonished. "If that pack ever starts to 
jump you, them three cartridges'd be wuth no more'n three whoops in hell. Them animals is 
damn hungry, an' once they start in, they'll sure get you, Bill." 

They camped early that night. Three dogs could not drag the sled so fast nor for so long 
hours as could six, and they were showing unmistakable signs of playing out. And the men 
went early to bed, Bill first seeing to it that the dogs were tied out of gnawing-reach of one 
another. 

But the wolves were growing bolder, and the men were aroused more than once from their 
sleep. So near did the wolves approach, that the dogs became frantic with terror, and it was 
necessary to replenish the fire from time to time in order to keep the adventurous marauders at 
safer distance. 

"I've hearn sailors talk of sharks followin' a ship," Bill remarked, as he crawled back into 
the blankets after one such replenishing of the fire. "Well, them wolves is land sharks. They 
know their business better'n we do, an' they ain't a-holdin' our trail this way for their health. 
They're goin' to get us. They're sure goin' to get us, Henry." 

"They've half got you a'ready, a-talkin' like that," Henry retorted sharply. "A man's half 
licked when he says he is. An' you're half eaten from the way you're goin' on about it." 

"They've got away with better men than you an' me," Bill answered. 

"Oh, shet up your croakin'. You make me all-fired tired." 
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Henry rolled over angrily on his side, but was surprised that Bill made no similar display of 
temper. This was not Bill's way, for he was easily angered by sharp words. Henry thought long 
over it before he went to sleep, and as his eyelids fluttered down and he dozed off, the thought 
in his mind was: "There's no mistakin' it, Bill's almighty blue. I'll have to cheer him up 
tomorrow." 
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